§ By RICHARD J. LEVING
WASHINGTON--Rarely has a Defense
Secretavy been so provahly and econsis-
tenfly wrong as James Schlesinger wag in
his pulblic statements about the Vietnam
war last month, .
On Mareh 13, taree days atler the North
Vietnamese drive began in the highlands,
Becretary Schlesinger stated that Hunoi
was only trying to ‘“‘chip away at the rural
areas” and that its main attack wouldnt
.come untii next year,
' A week later, Mr. Sehlesinger acknowl.
edged {hat a "major offensive” was under
-way, hut he said South Vietnam intendert
to hold rcoastal cities and that the enemy

probably wouldn't go after Saigon until |

next year, .

On Aarch 31, with major coastal cities
Iost, Mr. |
on Saizen “in the next month or two.”

Today Mr. Schlesinger realizes, along

with every nCWap wper recder, that Saigon

could fall at any moment. But his public
statements in March—which were accu-
rately reflecting the intellizence reports he
was reading cach day—symbolize an im-
portant bul generally overlooked develop-

ment: As Soulnn Vietnam began to crum-.

ble, the U.8. intelligence system for that
part of {he world fell apart,

Thus, Washington wasn't warned that
North Vistnam would launch an allout of-
fensive this year and that the South Viet-
namesa grmy (ARVN) wouwld collapse and
desert the northern two-thisds of the coun-
try. Instead, the intelligence community
reported thal a major military earmpaign
wouldn't come until 1976, and that ARVN
remained o significant fighting force

“1 think it is safe to Secretary of
State Henry Kissinger noted the other day,
“that thare was no u{pcotntlon of a Iﬂcha*
sive Norih Vietnamese attack this year."”

What went wrong, and.why? The istelli-
geitcs breakdown is easier (o desceribe than
to explain, but some preliminary  judg-
ments are possible, :

For on~ thing, the inteliizence comr -
nity —consisting of the Centrnl Intelligence
Agency, the Defense Intelligence Agénecy
and the State Department's Intellizence
Bureau—1itistakenly expected the North
Viethamese to follow their past pattern of
Jaunching offensives in vears when the
U.5. holds presidential elections. Ard it
badly overestimated the niorale of South
Vietnamese army. units, which had been
sapped hy worsening economic conditions
and declining U.5. military aid.

Tn-part, these miscalculations stemmnied
from bavine an inadequate number of in-
“teliger ials in the ficld, from delib-
erate ¢ tlon of reports by the U.S. Tom-
bugsy C Ll ye rh; and from a genoral
tnwiiiisn $ on bad news once the
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But the mistakes also reficeted » funda-
inability of American officials.
\»hose current assessments were clouded

¥ past perceptions, to conceive of o comn.
plctc collapse in South Vietnam. Having
cormumitted years of their lives to 1 ting
U.S. policy werk, thoy simply couldn’y ac-
cept the idea tnat the situstion was as
bleak as it was.

“A human belng has to j stify what he
hag dome,” says an Army general with
leng experience in Vietnam. i {
have spent vears over there can't be
tive on this.”

And then there was an elemert
luek. Grahaim Martin, the U.4.
dor in Baigon and a close coufident of
FPresident Nguyen van Thieu, was back in
the U.8. for lobbying—and some dental
wiork—-when President Thieu mada his dis-
astrous decision to abandon the Centiral
Highlands, The U.8. didn't find out whout
the decislon until after the order had been
fssued. :

Laoking back, Mr. Schlesinger
riow that the main “deficiencies” in U.5.

vie wha
objec-

Miscalculations stemmed
from an inadequate number
of iIntelligence officials in
the field, from deliberate
distortion of reports by the
U.S. Embassy and from a
general unwillingness to
pass on bad news. Bur there
were other reasons as well,

intelligence involved “not the cstimate of
(Hanoi's) intentions but the estimate of the
capabilities of Scuth Vietnam."” (A Schles-
inger alde puts it more bluntly: “The mis-
take we made was in ove restimating the
determination  and puzposefulncba of
ARVN.”) To itz credit, Mr. Schlesinger
says, the intelligence community gdid cou-
ple its prediction of an offensive in 1975
with a wurning that Novth Vietnam could
mwod uprits schedule if presented with rew
“opportunities”--which s cexactly  what
ARVN's panicky retreat created,

But intelligence analysts almost alwavs
gualify (helr assessments, sometimes to
refiect r\,a,htv more often ta protect thoir
reputations. & the President and other top

officials kept In mind the central message
—no offensive this year—and ignored the
qualifications.

Felving heavily on aerial photography
the intelligence community did produce ”fn
aceurals picture of the North ‘\’w'mmaw
bulldup  of divisions, armor, artillery 1
bases and paved roads to permit quick
maovement of these forces, But it failed to

1 Vi ietn am

23 APR 1975

. Approved For Releggs é?feﬁkéfoST&EEJpéﬁdeMommmom 9

. ‘»ﬂ‘t’ﬂy W I\

mﬂit.fu'y situaticn, And hw[z*g seen the
North Vietnamese launch major c¢cam-
paigns in the presidential- e‘ectxon yearg of
1988 and 1972, it raade the mistake of think.
ing the past patiern would hold, ID-day
would come in 1978, not 1975.

“When-you got to the tail-end of the an-
alytical process,’’ says a Pentagon man,
“inteliigence s as much art as science,”
This tune, the artistry was poor,

The fa\[un, to see and report the under-
lying weakness of the South Vietnamese
forces stems from a wide varfety of fac-
tors.

A high official glumly concludes that
tire intelligence system, ostensibly de-
signed to give Washington a candid ac-
count of conditions and cvents in Vietnam,
once agaln tended to “‘filtar out” inforrra-
tion that reflected poorly on the Thiou re-
gime. Consequently, the true extent of tha
army’s demoralization never was fully roc-
ognrzed.

For cxample, Inflation aund recesszian
had combined to reduce the standurd of
living of the South Vietnomess soldicr Ly
aboul <09 over the past two years, Whils
his wag reported, the small details that
cowmid have driven home the effect of eco-
nomic condiifons on ARVN morale {such
¢ fact that some zoldicrs Jit't
‘..n,:;:h to eat) never reached Washe-

1

ington, _

\‘. e wvas responsibie? One answee iz
tin, the U Ambassador who
conirolled the flow of jnfremation
orabussy in Satvon, But others
invelved, including Foreirn Bervica
meinbers of U)P cl‘. HER
who ser
! in the field.
Lm, l*at month, s2y3 one Pentazon

2ial who was xculmg the cable traffic
from- Baigon, “it was clear that no one
wanted 10 he the purveyor of bad inforna-
tion, and I was discounting 5056 of what I
was reading.”

1ha

Washington’s Self-Deception
Some longtime eritics of Ametican pol.
fey in Indechina avgue -that the govern.
ment was surprised by events tn Maceh be-
cause it hed syslematically been daceiving
ilself about progress for years--with false
“body counts,” for example, and with dis-

torted rencrts en “Vietnamization,”

The distortion problem isn't new. Au
Auzust 1974 vreport by two vespected =taff
members of the Senate Foreign Relations
Commiiiee declared: )

“Over the yesrs the American Em-
bassy in Saigon has acquired a reputation

.« for close identification with the puli-
Cies of the South Vietnamese zovernment
and for scicetive reporting, These same
trndencics ave apparent today, Buch wer
the [our consulates geaeral in South Vie
nam send the Embassy a roundup of
events relating o the military situation
the Pavis

(peace) agreement.
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- “The Embassy submits & summary of
. this information, together with comments

cn developments in Saigon, in the form of

a weekly telegraphic veport to Washington,

A review of the material used by the Em-

bassy to prepave these reports indicates

that the thrust of Information submitted

from the field to Saigon is sometimes al-

tered and that on occasion significant in-

. -formation is withheld altogether.”

Fut even toned-down reports based on
first-hand information from the field can -
bLe better than reports based on little more
than guesswork. And ance the rout began,
it mainly was guesswork that Washington
was receiving., “Our means of getting in-
formation was about zero,” says a military
man. Without any American officials with
ARVN in the ficld, Washington was una-
ware for several days of the complete dis-
integration of unit integrity and morale.

. At first, U.S. officials believed that Da-
nang could be defended because of the
presence of fwo crack units—the South
Vietnamese naarines and the 1st Division.
But they were unaware the 1st, often de-
seribed as Saigon's best division, starled to
seatter as soon as the men realized thot
Hue, where their families were, was being

. abandoned.
" “We had no military reports,” says an
. Army officer. “We thought that they veere
up there doing their jobs. If we had known
early on that the 1st Division had collapsed
we would have said the odds were 9 to 1
against defending Danang."

In faivness to American intelligence, {t
should ne pointed out that Hanoi’s leaders
apparently were alse caught in an intelli-
gence  gap. An  Agence France-Presse
newsman reported from the North Viet-
namese capital that “even the most skepti-
cal officials in Iandi now admit that the
demoralization of the South Vietnamese
army was Imuch greater than they ox-
pacted.” :

) But thal's little comfort for Washinzton

officials watching in horror--and surprise
‘—as the final chapter on America's in-
volvement in South Vietnam is written.

v, Levine, @ member of the Jawrnul's
Washington bureaw, covers military af-
fairs. ’
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